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Initial Diagnosis
On taking over charge as Executive Director of the Bangalore complex of Bharat Electronics Limited (BEL), Captain Prabhala had one question ringing in his mind: Where should he begin? What should he be doing in order to give a new thrust and momentum to the operations of the electronics giant?
He was no novice to BEL, as he had done a stint earlier as General Manager (P) of the Bangalore complex of BEL. Yet the question kept ringing in his mind: Where should he begin...?
To begin with, Prabhala's thoughts were centered around a fundamental issue: BEL's role in India's development. Set up in 1954 as a public sector company by the Indian government, BEL was manufacturing a wide range of sophisticated electronic goods covering areas of radio communication, broadcasting radars and components. The company catered to a wide range of professional users like the Defence Services, AIR, Doordarshan, DOTE and the Space Research Organizations. Of late, it had diversified into consumer electronics too and had received many awards for its performance and product innovations including the prestigious Award for Excellence among public sector enterprises (Annexure I & II). Thus, BEL became an important pillar of the self-reliance and development policies of the Indian economy as well as the electronics industry. True, the electronics industry in India was being criticized for high import costs, poor component base, fragmentation of capacities and artificial insulation from international competition, all of which were said to be leading to inefficiencies in the industry. However, a beginning had to be made somewhere to deal with the situation. moving force behind BEL's performance was of course its well-structured Development and Engineering (D&E) base. This strong in house division was the foundation of the company's progressive manufacturing activities as evidenced by the development of new products and the improvement of existing ones. The company had a long phase of manufacturing under license, spread over the years 1957-70, which was quite challenging because of the multiple collaboration arrangements with various countries. The absorption of technology from foreign collaborators helped BEL's efforts' to establish a strong in house R&D base. It had also contributed to indigenization since most of the system/equipment developed, manufactured and supplied by BEL fell under the category of direct import substitution. BEL's exports had gained a momentum in the last decade when the company succeeded in securing contracts against stiff international competition for the supply of sophisticated electronic communication equipment and radars. Its total exports over the years had reached a figure of US $90 million. These exports were to countries like USA, UK, West Germany, Spain, Switzerland, Australia, Sweden, Korea, Yugoslavia and the Middle East.
There were many changes that were occurring in BEL. Active modernization was going on in the plant facilities at Bangalore. Numerical Control Machines had been installed in several areas. The company was undertaking improvements in its systems and procedures. These included streamlining of systems and procedures for computerized operations, enlargement of CAD facilities for both design and engineering operations, provision of computers for production activities in different manufacturing divisions, and adoption of techniques like Total Quality Control and Value Engineering.
Shopfloor Scenario
The Industrial Relations scene at BEL had been highly volatile during the period 1954-61. Until 1967, there were frequent wildcat strikes. During June-July 1966, there was a lockout following a strike for a fortnight. Again in 1968, a lock out was declared due to problems with the AITUC union regarding the check-off system. By the year 1976, there were several competing unions at the Bangalore complex. During 1976-77, changes in the complexion of support to unions left its mark on industrial relations. On the expiry of the earlier wage agreement on 1st January, 1977, a new agreement was signed up to 30th June 1981. During this phase, there were four registered trade unions at the Bangalore unit of which two had almost equal support of workers. In order to build up strength, the unions resorted to agitations on minor issues which affected the smooth working of the factory. The average absenteeism of direct workers was around 20 per cent which at certain times even touched 36 per cent. Efforts to improve the situation met with very little success. The close of the year 1980 witnessed the industrial relations problems snowballing into a more intensive agitation close to the impending expiry of the existing agreement on 30th June 1981. There was a strike from 26.12.80 to 14.3.81 which was preceded and followed by periods of indiscipline and unrest on the shopfloor. This involved a loss of 93,140 mandays and a production loss of approximately Rs 26 crores. The year 1981 was also characterized by a general strike of all public sector employees in Bangalore and BEL had also joined the strike. The poststrike situation was extremely difficult necessitating the imposition of a 28 day lockout from 7.5.81 to 3.6.81. The lockout resulted in a further loss of 3,14,550 mandays and production loss of Rs 7.63 crores. The conditions changed for the better after the lockout was lifted on 3.6.81.
A settlement was arrived at on 9.6.90 under which the existing wage agreement which was due to expire on 30.6.81 was extended up to 31.12.82. An additional monthly compensation of Rs 25 effective from 1.1.81 and a lumpsum payment of Rs 700 were some of the other provisions of the agreement.
Prabhala recalled the reactions of some of the executives during the 1981 strike period. They had advocated strong action against unruly and indisciplined elements. It had resulted in one of the prominent union leaders being transferred out of the factory to a sales depot.
Responses of Survey
Prabhala managed to get a copy of the report of a diagnostic survey which had been conducted in 1983 (Annexure III). Among the executive respondents, 33 per cent had felt that discipline in the organization was deteriorating and 59 per cent felt it was static. Among the non-executives, 66 per cent had felt that discipline in the organization was deteriorating and 32 per cent felt it was static. Only 5 percent of the executive respondents and 2 per cent of the non-executive respondents felt that the situation was improving. Regarding job content, 54 per cent were satisfied while 14 per cent were not satisfied. As for remuneration, 61 per cent were satisfied while 27 per cent were not satisfied. The company's management was assessed as being excellent by 5 per cent, good by 30 per cent, fair by 44 per cent and poor by 20 per cent of the respondents.
Regarding the perception of top management by others in the organization, only 18 per cent felt it was professional while 13 per cent felt it was autocratic, 22 per cent thought it was amateurish and 33 per cent felt it was bureaucratic. Success in the organization was considered to be based on (a) performance by 34 per cent, (b) seniority by 16 per cent and (c) other factors by-49 per cent. Nearly 61 per cent felt that the existing policies and procedures helped in achieving goals. However, 49 per cent felt that the management had low concern for achieving the goals of the organization.
Prabhala began to realize that there was a time for reflection and there was also a time for action. The target was clear-Rs 1,000 crores turnover by 1991. What was needed was a series of initiatives to reach the target.
The First Steps
Prabhala initiated the practice of "walking" around the various plants unannounced in order to get a first hand feel for the working of people and machines. He resorted to talking to employees who were idle or loitering both within the shops and outside. His direct interaction with workers and supervisors enabled him to understand both work related as well as non work related issues and problems. Discussions with officers and employees led to the formulation of certain norms for the movement of workmen within and between shops.
A change in the company's approach to punctuality was introduced. Employees were exhorted to be punctual in reporting for work and this was facilitated by toning up the company transport service. Deduction of wages for late coming was introduced. Managerial cadres also had to abide by the discipline of signing the late register.
All employees including managerial staff were required to wear uniforms. Non-compliance with the rule invited penalties like non-admittance into the factory.
A Fresh Orientation
The appointment of an HRD Manager in 1984 was indicative of a new thrust in people management. Simultaneously an external consultant was asked to look into a number of organizational issues, including managerial effectiveness and productivity.
The concept of Mbo was introduced to aid in the planning and definition of task requirements and targets in order to facilitate the synchronization of individual effort and organizational goals. The mission of the organization was spelt out thus: "consistent with the country's socio-economic policies and programmes, the company's corporate mission was to promote selfreliance in the design, development and production of professional electronic equipment and components in India to international standards and to maintain the company's leadership role in this field."
In order to achieve its mission, 14 objectives were spelt out of which three related to human resources management in the organization. These were:
(a) To constantly strive for optimum efficiencies in the utilization of human and material resources and to promote pervasive quality consciousness in all its operations.
(b) To provide for the systematic development of managerial, technical and professional skills among its employees so as to optimize the effectiveness of its workforce.
(c) To ensure a happy and congenial work atmos phere which would generate job satisfaction and a sense of belonging and commitment on the part of its employees, to provide adequate opportunities for their career advancement, self-development and profes sional competence and to inculcate among its employees, respect for the individual and goodwill towards all sections of society.
Development Strategies for Growth
Task forces were identified to look into certain thematic areas such as: (1) Result orientation, (2) Procurement cycle time (3) Sub-contract procedures (4) Research and development (5) Business group concept (6) Morale of employees (7) Purchase procedures. These task forces identified problem areas and the recommendations made by six of these task forces were implemented promptly and vigorously.
Annual workshops were conducted for two days wherein top corporate management and the unit management took part. Policy issues were discussed along with a variety of strategies for attaining targets. The workshop enabled every individual to get a common perspective and share a common philosophy. The unit heads also underwent a two day workshop on corporate values conducted by an external consultant.
The Executive Director met small groups of executives to share information and understand their specific Vol.15,No.3,July-September 1990 concerns. This was aimed at improving the organizational communication process. A week long programme for managers was organized with the help of external consultants for inculcating result orientation among them. Consequently, the Mbo system of planning one's work and assessing one's result was introduced, with a small group under the charge of a Senior Manager to take charge of the implementation.
Nearly 30-40 persons were promoted to the executive category from the non-executive category contrary to earlier practices.
The efforts to venture into new areas and the technological upgradation of existing areas resulted in redundancy of certain jobs. This in turn resulted in the need for retraining and redeployment.
The Germanium Semiconductor plant was shut down as its technology had become obsolete. After discussions with the unions, a comprehensive retrain4ng and redeployment plan was worked out. Since women were more numerous among the affected workers, they were given secretarial training. Others were given draughtmanship training. For this, several sheds were taken over in order to conduct classes. The retrained employees were placed in different departments on need basis.
Wherever highly automated complex new generation machines were introduced, workers were given specialized training to develop the ability to operate the new machines.
In its concern for continuing education and also for proper induction of new entrants, BEL set up the Centre for Training and Development. The retraining effort for employees displaced by technological obsolescence was also made the responsibility of the Centre. The Centre is responsible for the induction training of around 200 graduate engineer trainees on an annual basis. Besides, a large number of specific training programmes on a felt need basis on themes like production systems and procedures, incentive schemes and quality standards were organized. The centre also started conducting on a continuous basis a short duration programme entitled "Awareness and Productivity" for all sections of employees and supervisors.
Encouraging Employee Involvement
Shop samithis were formed at the shopfloor level in which the unions also participated. Unionists were also members of a committee to improve production and productivity. Once the annual targets were finalized, progress was reviewed every quarter by a committee consisting of senior managers and trade union representatives.
The unions cooperated with management to rationalize the number of trades and titles of the shopfloor workmen from 106 to 36.
Union representatives collaborated with the management in dealing with the problem of increasing alcoholism. BEL and the recognized unions had formed a "committee of concern". The committee worked jointly to educate and reform employees on chronic problems such as alcoholism, absenteeism, etc.
Quality Control Circles (QCC)
The company introduced QCCs at the corporate level in a significant way since 1981. Before introducing QCCs, the reasons for the failure of the Zero Defect (ZD) movement initiated in the Bangalore unit were carefully analysed and the process pitfalls were identified. Around 3,000 employees were soon involved in 500 QCCs with each QCC having membership ranging from three to twelve. Grievance procedures were introduced through which individuals themselves could take up their grievances to their respective section/department heads and, if these were not resolved, the representatives of the trade unions could take up the matter with the concerned Divisional Heads. Trade unions were advised that this would enable them to concentrate on larger issues. Even if they wished to take up matters relating to the shopfloor, they could do so with the Divisional Heads without affecting production activities on the shopfloor.
The general grievance regarding the canteen was taken care of with the provision of new equipment and better dining halls. The Annual New Year gifts were given on time without the usual delay. The procedure for payment of festival advance was streamlined and payments made in time.
The management constituted the following bipartite committees (both statutory and non-statutory) where representatives nominated by management and those elected by the employees were members:
(1) Works Committee The Works Committee which continues to this day consists of eight representatives elected by employees and eight representatives nominated by the management. This Committee is constituted in accordance with Section 3 of the ID Act and the term of office is two years. The issues that are discussed in this Committee are matters of common interest concerning all employees, welfare activities, amenities to employees, improvement in working conditions, providing facilities such as drinking water, safety and accident prevention, etc.
Canteen Management Committee
Under Rule 98 of the Karnataka Factories Rules, 1969, the Canteen Managing Committee is required to be constituted with employer's representatives and workers' representatives. The tenure of office is two years. In BEL, the Canteen Managing Committee is functioning with five representatives elected by the employees and five representatives nominated by the management. The Committee discusses issues relating to running of the canteen, quantity and quality of food, arrangement of menus, etc.
Labour Welfare Fund Committee
This Committee consists of four members elected by the employees and four members nominated by the management. A membership fee of Rs 2 per year is collected from employee members and the company contributes Rs 1.50 per employee per annum. The Committees runs two sewing centres, a school for mentally retarded children and a children's library, an appalam unit and a rice cleaning unit in order to rehabilitate destitute womenfolk who are relatives of BEL employees. This Committee also offers scholarships and Merit Awards to the children of BEL employees and renders medical help to mentally retarded children of the members. The tenure of office is two years.
Death Relief Fund Committee
This Committee consists of five representatives elected by the employees and five representatives nominated by the management. It sanctions Rs 10,000 and management grants Rs 5,000 on the death of an employee. A monthly subscription of Rs 10 is collected from the members towards this fund. The Death Relief Fund provides prompt financial assistance to the deceased members' family in the event of the unfortunate death of a member during the period of his membership and while in service. The fund also has a Service Benefit Scheme to employee members in case of retirement/resignation/medical discharge.
Company Concern for Employee Welfare
Three significant welfare measures were given importance as a sincere demonstration of company concern for its employees -the children's creche, the company bus service and the retirement ceremony.
The creche is available for the employees' children in the age group of 45 days to 6 years. There are separate rooms and facilities for children in various age groups. The children are fed, bathed, clothed, checked by a doctor, taught in the creche or sent to the BEL school depending on their age. Nearly 250 children can be accommodated at a time and an expense of Rs 800 per child is incurred. The creche is run by competent staff under the overall control of the personnel department.
The company maintains and operates a fleet of buses to bring employees from their homes and take them back after their work. The fleet is required to maintain high standards of maintenance and, more importantly, to follow a very rigorous time schedule for arrival and departure. Great care and attention is paid to training drivers to observe correct driving practices, not only for ensuring safety, but also to ensure fuel efficiency. An elaborate set of disciplinary rules and conduct exists for the drivers. Minor infringements of repeated offences like rash driving are covered by a set of punishments. There are 13 grades of accidents for which punishment is prescribed on a scalar basis. In addition, there are other types of non-accident infringements which are also punishable. Bus drivers are also covered under two other categories of incentives -an incentive for no accident and the best driver award for the highest fuel efficiency.
A formal ceremony is organized on the day of retirement of every employee. During the ceremony, the retiring employee is given two cheques, one in settlement of his salary and the other in settlement of his terminal benefits. Photographs are taken on the occasion and are subsequently sent to the retired employee as a souvenir.
Conclusion
Thus a variety of strategies were initiated by the top management in order to enhance the commitment of the employees to the future of the company. Company performance as well as employee morale appeared to be on the upswing during the four years of concerted efforts.
Prabhala commissioned another diagnostic survey in 1987 (Annexure IV) in order to assess the impact of Vol.15,No.3,July-September 1990 
